Competitiveness is a prerequisite for development and a critical ingredient for enabling national welfare in the nowadays challenging world, being more and more debated and approached by researchers and policymakers at the same time. Following these considerations, the article aims to illustrate Romania's competitiveness ranking in fighting poverty and ensuring a decent level of living to people relative to the European Union's positioning, through indicators comprised within the European Social Progress Index and the Global Competitiveness Index. The concern for this topic is backed up by prior research performed with respect to Romania's social and economic competitiveness, claiming that the country has managed to improve its standing among European Union member states but it still has to struggle to get even better by following the best practices of these nations. Thus, there is a relentless need for the consolidation of both its economic cohesion by altering the quality of its infrastructure and institutions, as well as its social status through investments in education, knowledge and innovation. As for the methodology, the analysis of Romania's competitiveness degree will firstly incorporate a literature review section, comprising poverty, competitiveness and competitiveness obtainment tools. The evaluation will also rely on document analysis of secondary data concerning competitiveness indicators retrieved from the websites of the institutions issuing them, namely Social Progress Imperative and World Economic Forum. The research intends to clarify how Romania can become more competitive in social terms, what fields require substantial progress and what the European Union countries can teach us in this sense.
Introduction
Competitiveness is a highly approached notion in the nowadays economic and social sphere, and regardless of who has to implement it, it requires the combination of knowledge and resource utilization efficiency. The continuous social changes combined with unpredictability and a persistent drive for competitiveness also push communities to give a critical importance to human capital, whose potential can be boosted with the help of the academic environment (Iancu et al., 2015) . The authorities that are in charge with establishing decisional measures demonstrate a growing concern for raising the competitiveness of the communities they are liable for, but the emphasis must be made on ensuring an enhanced welfare degree to the people inhabiting those areas (Huggins & Thompson, 2012) . Similarly, Cioban (2014) views competitiveness as an ongoing process that facilitates the accumulation of welfare in the benefit of citizens, but claims it should not be viewed as a synonymous notion of welfare per se.
Competitiveness is an aggregated notion and also a reflection of national performance magnitude, comprising indicators that disclose both economic and social themes (Kiseľáková et al., 2018) . For a country, competitiveness has been widely related to aspects such as macroeconomic concerns, namely interest rate or exchange rate, or even to labor availability, presence of natural resources or the efficiency of managerial procedures. Another commonly accepted meaning of the term is linked to productivity, so a country is perceived as competitive when it can provide high quality living conditions to its inhabitants, this competence being correlated with its efficiency of employing labor and capital (Porter, 1990) . In addition, the provision of productivity to citizens must take place at a steady rate to make a country a competitive one (Rusu and Roman, 2018) . Despite its interlaced assessment, competitiveness is a process that can bring social value and decrease poverty, the latter being apprehended by Hartley (2016) in relationship with the absence of a certain advantage and the lack of success in fulfilling human needs.
The current article intends to illustrate Romania's ability to achieve competitiveness in fighting against poverty and reducing its disastrous consequences, as compared to the standing of other EU member states, more precisely countries from Central and Eastern Europe for the period 2014-2018. As for the methodology, it will be comprised of literature review of scientific articles and document analysis referring to two competitiveness indicators: Social Progress Index and the Global Competitiveness Index. The ultimate goal of the paper is to determine the areas of improvement that Romania needs to tackle to consolidate its social progress and competitiveness and the lessons that it can learn from the actions undertaken by EU member states that have reached higher levels of progress.
Literature review

Competitiveness and poverty reduction in Europe
As a proxy for advancement, the notion of competitiveness has raised strong awareness among researchers, who have provided the field with various stances on the subject. In a wide sense, Cernescu et al. (2018) believe that competitiveness consists of the extent to which a country possesses the ability to deliver goods and services in such a way that it fulfills international market conditions and improves its citizens' income in the long run all together. Despite its apparent unitary characteristics and the fact that one might think that the competitiveness of a country takes a distinct shape compared to the one of a company, Balzaravičienė and Pilinkienė (2012) state that there are indeed some differences, as an improvement in a country's competitiveness degree does not automatically launch a decrease in another's.
Being an element that requires a thorough monitoring so that progress can burst, literature reveals a high level of complexity with respect to the tools being used for its assessment. Dima et al. (2018) highlight the wide application of the Global Competitiveness Index, comprising the following dimensions: innovative capacity, sustainability, exporting capability, business environment and entrepreneurial conditions, public administration and finance. Depending on the dimension that helps to enhance competitiveness, countries are assigned to the following development stages: factor-driven economy, which corresponds to the basic requirements subindex; efficiency-driven economy, correlated with the efficiency enhancers subindex and innovation-driven economy, associated with the innovation and sophistication subindex (Schwab & Sala-i-Martín, 2014 ).
An alternative method of evaluating the competitiveness degree of a country in social terms is the European Social Progress Index, which, according to Câmpeanu (2016) , it evaluates a nations' ability to transform its economic output into social progress. It assesses the performance of three dimensions (basic human needs, foundations of wellbeing and opportunity). Stern et al. (2014) reveal that the first aspect that a society must supply to its inhabitants refers to the achievement of basic needs (appropriate nutrition and water access, elementary medical services, shelter and individual safety). Secondly, societies must deliver opportunities of life development, such as accessibility to elementary education, information and healthcare system. The third element to be ensured to citizens is the opportunity of undertaking individual decisions in an independent manner, through having their personal rights and freedoms defended and accepted as they are and being provided access to advanced education.
Having previously underlined the European Union's strong orientation towards safeguarding competitiveness, we may further evaluate Romania's situation. According to Goschin (2014) , Romania did not encounter substantial inequalities prior to its EU membership. In its transition phase, only the bigger cities have met an increasing progressive trend, regional inequalities starting to gain momentum after the country has joined the EU, despite all odds, because the structural and cohesion funds received were improperly integrated.
Determined by the unfortunate development gaps faced in the past, Romania now demonstrates compliance with the EU's focus on competitiveness by issuing a strategy aimed to raise its competitiveness degree. It is built on various societal and economic goals and set for the period 2014-2020. The end purpose of the strategy is to bind financial and institutional action plans to re-foster the interconnection between economy and society (Năstase, 2017) . In quantitative terms, Romania proves to have learnt from the other EU member states and when assessing its competitiveness degree for 2015, a considerable progress is to be noticed as the country has occupied the 53 rd place at global scale (Cernescu et al., 2018) .
Keeping in mind the complex features of competitiveness and its implications, it can be further acknowledged that its potential is fully achieved when it contributes to the amplification of social progress and thus, the reduction of poverty. With this respect, Pelle and Laczi (2015) state that the increasing number of people who are subject to poverty constitute a threat for the steadiness of social progress, as only a population that possesses adequate skills and benefits from egalitarian chances is the key to competitiveness.
Representing a socially disbalancing happening, the understanding of poverty is performed by relating to two dimensions, as indicated by Lepianka et al. (2010) : the individualistic approach, in which individual attributes, namely personal characteristics and manner of behaving, are those that generate poverty, and the social approach, which asserts that poverty is not the effect of person-related characteristics but of extrinsic social, economic or cultural elements. In time, the comprehension of poverty was made in relationship with the material deprivation of a person and with the social implications posed on one hand for the community at large, and on the other hand, for the people who are not affected by poverty (Hartley, 2016) . When attempting to quantify its effects, one may utilize the poverty rate or measures indicating the quality of a person's living standards: water accessibility, possession of durable goods, educational standing and consumption expenses (Argatu, 2018) .
In the view of Rozmahel et al. (2014) the prospects of the knowledge-based economy cannot be assessed through traditional measures this requiring a conversion towards new indicators that are not solely market process-oriented and that can also evaluate institutional competitiveness. Similar to the knowledge approach, Hvizdakova and Urbancikova (2014) indicate the critical benefits of social capital upon competitiveness and poverty minimization, claiming that societies in which trust is manifested between its members and thus allow the free flow of knowledge, can enhance their competitiveness and experience social welfare. Boosting competitiveness and downgrading poverty is also a function of a society's inclusiveness degree, which impacts all economic fields and increases employment opportunities, as per Pelle and Laczi (2015) .
Education is another source of poverty-reducing competitiveness, but there appears to be a double-sided relationship between poverty and education as poverty hinders people from attaining educational progress (Mihai et al., 2015) . Julius and Bawane (2011) claim that educated individuals are less exposed to poverty, thus every primary schooling year can decrease the poverty threat with 2.5 %, while the enrolment in secondary education has a doubled impact. The power of education in facilitating welfare is subject to aspects such as school enrolment rate, quality of education and school dropout. Research of Stanef and Manole (2013) indicates unfortunate predictions for the Romanian education, which is characterized by minimal rates of school enrolment, and claim that if this poor development educational trend is maintained in the future, Romania will have low chances of competitiveness in the knowledge-oriented economy. The competitiveness of education and people's social standing at individual and community level are also threatened by persistent early school leaving rates, as per Andrei et al. (2011) , school dropout being correlated with the economic and social development of a country.
Fostering competitiveness at national scale is also strongly dependent on the infrastructural context. Public infrastructure elements, namely energy, transportation (roads, railroads, highways, and airports), telecommunications, water accessibility, hygiene and waste clearance establish the foundations for a powerful society. These components have a diversified impact, thus alleviating the economic progress, income disparities, labor efficiency and overall welfare, as per Palei (2015) .
Methodology
The goal of the paper is to assess Romania's competitiveness degree in reducing the negative effects of poverty and its strong and weak points in this process by carrying out a comparison with EU member states of a similar development level. The analysis wishes to indicate the social domains that require a persistent alleviation and what exactly Romania can assimilate from the practices of leading EU countries to boost its competitiveness in social terms. The comparison of Romania's competitiveness standing will be undertaken by having the Central and Eastern European countries (Bulgaria, Hungary, Croatia, Slovakia, Poland, Czech Republic and Slovenia) as a benchmark, thus countries from the same regional cluster as Romania and possessing a comparable development ranking.
To perform the analysis, secondary data related to competitiveness indicators will be employed (Social Progress Index, Global Competitiveness Index), whereas the analysis period is 2014-2018. The dimensions on which the comparison is focused are basic human needs, foundations of wellbeing and opportunity, in the case of the Social Progress Index and institutions, infrastructure, health and primary education, higher education and training, labor market efficiency, technological readiness and innovation, when speaking about the Global Competitiveness Index. Thus, the evaluation aims to convey an aggregated perspective of the countries' competitiveness referring to certain social and economic domains.
Results and discussions
The analysis will proceed with the evolution of the Global Competitiveness Index for 2014-2017, while the performance for 2018 will be discussed separately, as it implies some particularities. According to , the Global Competitiveness Report 2018 conveys new indicators to better reflect facets like the human capital, innovation, adaptability and agility. Consequently, data regarding a part of the previous indicators and concepts are no longer available in the same form for 2018, as some prior dimensions were aggregated and their denomination and composition was changed. Additionally, the computation method of the scores was changed in 2018, being assigned from 0 to 100 and not on a scale from 1 to 7 as in the previous years.
Following the first dimension analyzed, meaning institutions, it is easy to notice from Table 1 that the Central and Eastern European countries have faced stable changes from a year to another. The best performers in terms of institutional competitiveness were Poland and Czech Republic, with scores over 4, whereas a poorer evolution was attributed to Croatia, Slovakia and Bulgaria. Romania, however, was situated in the middle point of performance, with alternative scores of 3.6 and 3.7. (2015), Schwab (2016) and Schwab (2017) In terms of infrastructure competitiveness, Table 2 reveals that the leading country between 2014 and 2017 was Slovenia, with scores of 4.8 and 4.9. Romania's competitiveness was below the efficiency standard created by the other CEE states, facing quick alterations and having its peak in 2017, with a value of 3.8. (2014), Schwab (2015) , Schwab (2016) and Schwab (2017) Going further to the evaluation of health and primary education, it appears that Slovenia, Poland and Czech Republic have occupied the top places, according to Table 3 , with scores over 6. Romania' standing was not a very good one despite having a steady progress (5.5), as it held one of the last 2 places together with Hungary.
Table 3. Global Competitiveness Index 2014-2017 for CEE countries -Health and primary education
2014 2015 2016 2017 Romania 5.5 5.5 5.5 5.5 Bulgaria 6.0 6.0 5.9 5.8 Hungary 5.8 5.7 5.6 5.6 Croatia 5.9 5.8 5.8 6.1 Slovakia 5.5 6.0 6.0 6.1 Poland 6.2 6.1 6.2 6.2 Czech Republic 6.2 6.3 6.3 6.4 Slovenia 6.5 6.4 6.5 6.5 Source: Authors' own data compilation based on Schwab and Sala-i-Martín (2014) , Schwab (2015) , Schwab (2016) and Schwab (2017) The next aspect to be assessed is also related to education but this time it involves the higher sector of it. In this sense, Table 4 indicates that Slovenia and Czech Republic have managed to deliver the highest efficiency. Oppositely, Romania and Bulgaria proved to be less competitive in this field, Romania experiencing a decreasing pattern. (2014), Schwab (2015) , Schwab (2016) and Schwab (2017) In what concerns the labor market efficiency, Table 5 depicts the top performance of Czech Republic and the deficient progress of Croatia and Slovakia, both with scores under 4. As for Romania, it has faced alternative but stable increases and decreases, having an overall intermediate ranking.
Table 5. Global Competitiveness Index 2014-2017 for CEE countries -Labor market efficiency
As for the technological readiness, we may observe through Table 6 that the most technologically-competitive countries were Slovenia and Czech Republic. Conversely, at the opposite pole there could be found Romania and Slovakia. Nevertheless, Romania's evolution could be pictured through a steady, but promising upward tendency between 2014 and 2017. Schwab (2015) , Schwab (2016) and Schwab (2017) Approaching the innovation sub-index, depicted in Table 7 , the yearly scores for 2014-2017 indicate that Czech Republic and Slovenia occupied the first two places in terms of innovation competitiveness. On the other hand, the poorest performers were Romania, with a downgrading evolution and Bulgaria, which revealed an augmented performance, even if the growth rates were minor. 3.8 3.9 4.0 Source: Authors' own data compilation based on Schwab and Sala-i-Martín (2014), Schwab (2015) , Schwab (2016) and Schwab (2017) Having portrayed the situation of the Global Competitiveness Index for the period 2014-2017, we may proceed with the analysis for year 2018. As stated in the beginning of the methodology chapter, the indicators selected for the above analysis have had their denominations and composition changed for 2018, now being as follows: institutions, infrastructure, health, skills, labor market, ICT adoption and innovation capability.
Based on Figure 1 , we may notice that Slovenia has obtained the highest scores in 2018 when it comes to institutions (63.1), health (91.6), labor market (63.4) and innovation capability (57.9). Additionally, Czech Republic was the leader in terms of infrastructure (83.5) and skills (73.7), while Slovakia was highly competitive on ICT adoption (67.8). Oppositely, Croatia scored the lowest on institutions (52), labor market (54.8), ICT adoption (60.2) and innovation capability (37.7). Finally, the least competitive country in terms of infrastructure was Bulgaria (69.9).
Romania has recorded the lowest values in CEE in terms of health and skills competitiveness but has exceeded the average of Central and Eastern European countries, when it comes to institutions (58.1), labor market (60.7) and ICT adoption (67.1).
Nevertheless, progress must be also be made by Romania with respect to infrastructure and innovation capability, whose values were well below the CEE average scores (71.2 and 39.6, respectively).
Figure 1. Global Competitiveness Index 2018 -Central and Eastern Europe (selected indicators)
Source: Authors' own data compilation based on The next index to be evaluated in order to analyze the Central and Eastern European countries competitiveness and poverty-reducing ability is the Social Progress Index. Thus, the countries whose degree of social progress was the highest between 2014 and 2017 were once again Slovenia and Czech Republic, as per Table 8 . The lowest performance was attained by Romania and Bulgaria, which placed themselves under the average of the CEE region, despite having good growth rates. As for the 2018 situation, portrayed by Figure 2 , the CEE countries have registered promising overall values in what concerns the dimensions of the index. More precisely, Czech Republic managed to deliver the best fulfilment of citizens' basic human needs (95.38), while Slovenia led the foundations of wellbeing and opportunity indicators (88.42 and 73.38) . At the opposite point we could identify Romania, whose social competitiveness was below the average of CEE. The country had the lowest score on opportunity (60.44), this meaning it should improve on sheltering people's rights, choices and inclusion.
Figure 2. Social Progress Index 2018 for Central and Eastern Europe -dimensional perspective
Source: Authors' own data compilation based on Social Progress Imperative (2018a), Social Progress Imperative (2018b), Social Progress Imperative (2018c), Social Progress Imperative (2018d), Social Progress Imperative (2018e), Social Progress Imperative (2018f), Social Progress Imperative (2018g) and Social Progress Imperative (2018h)
Conclusion
In the nowadays context, competitiveness is more difficult to achieve than ever, as countries must employ persistent efforts in terms of commitment and efficiency and their performance is threatened by shifting economic and social circumstances. The emphasis on knowledge, innovation, education and infrastructure have changed the manner in which countries respond to uncertainty and adapt themselves to improve the lives of their citizens. Due to these conditions, the measurement of competitiveness proves to be a tricky process, as there is a great number of indicators to be considered. Besides attaining competitiveness, countries must also focus to ensure that their inhabitants are free from the risk of poverty, which hinders them from having a good social performance and experiencing a decent quality life. The paper has intended to evaluate Romania's capacity of reaching competitiveness and poverty reduction, by utilizing Central and Eastern European countries as a reference element, in the period 2014-2018. The analysis has referred to two competitiveness indicators, Global Competitiveness Index and Social Progress Index, each of them following various pillars. The findings indicate that at the CEE level, Slovenia and Czech Republic had the highest degree of competitiveness on both indicators, whereas Romania and Bulgaria were the poorest performers. Romania's standing was poor in terms of almost all the dimensions of the Global Competitiveness Index, excepting the technological readiness indicator. As for the Social Progress Index, Romania placed itself under the average of CEE countries and it had an unsatisfactory performance on the opportunity pillar, meaning that it has to pay more attention on the defense of people's decision-making freedom and their personal rights. Despite encountering small but steady rates of increase for both competitiveness measures, Romania proves that it must apply resilience and learn from the standard created by the countries from Central and Eastern Europe if it desires to create a competitive and poverty-free society.
The undertaking of the research was limited by the structure of the Global Competitiveness Index 2018, as some indicators selected for the analysis were aggregated and their denomination and structure was modified to depict in a clearer manner the countries' innovativeness and adaptability. Hence, this may produce an inaccurate interpretation of the findings, distorting the final perception of the country competitiveness ranking. The findings of the paper can be particularly valuable for the Romanian decisional institutions which create strategies in the social sphere and are concerned with raising the country's competitiveness and poverty-reducing competences.
